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Traditional studies of relationship terminologies have generally treated kinship 
terms as purely referential categories delimiting genealogically or socially defined 
groups. (Scheffler and Lounsbury I 97 I offer a sophisticated version of this theo-
ry, emphasizing the primacy of genealogical ties.) With the advent of sociolinguis-
tics, it has become clear that at least certain aspects of these terminologies cannot 
be understood without taking into account specific social contexts. This problem 
is dealt with by first doing an analysis of the "purely referential" uses of the term 
(i.e., either a componential or a relational analysis) and then writing sociolinguis-
tic rules to deal with the residual uses (e.g., Tyler I966; Kronenfeld I973; Laveet 
a!. I977). 
Silverstein (I976: I8) indicates that such treatments are still not adequate. 
All these approaches, in other words, start with a basically semantico-referentiallinguistic analysis 
from which the linguistic categories, the grammatical arrangements, etc., emerge in the traditional 
way. They tack onto this analysis a description of how these semantico-referential categories can be 
"used" performatively. This approach entirely misses the point that referential speech events are, a 
fortiori, speech events, endowed with the same kind of purposefulness as other speech events. 
Reference is one kind of linguistic performance among many. The linguistic categories that emerge 
from analysis of speech in the semantico-referential modes are not necessarily the same as those that 
emerge from other functional modes, and it is presumptuous to speak of arrangements of a basically 
propositional nature being "used" in other ways. 
Silverstein supports his argument mainly through a discussion of the pragmatic 
aspects of language, primarily "pure indexes" (e.g., code-switching, where refer-
ence may be the same in the two languages, but use of one or the other reflects, or 
actually creates the social context), and "shifters" (e.g., deictics or personal pro-
nouns, where there is a referential function, but it remains ambiguous without 
knowledge of the context). No use of a relationship term is ever free from prag-
matic functions, and their referential functions thus cannot be taken as basic. 
Others have attempted to deal with this problem by positing underlying per-
formative clauses (Casson I975 for kinship terms). According to this solution, at 
the level of deep structure every sentence includes mention of the social positions 
of the speaker and hearer, an indicator of the performative force of the sentence 
(i.e., declarative, interrogative, dubitive, etc.), and an imbedded referential sen-
tence. Silverstein (I976) points out that this approach is inadequate because it is 
unable to maintain the distinction between the presuppositional aspects of in-
dexes (those which refer to pre-existing aspects of the context or to intentions of 
the speaker), and their creative aspects (those which actively define, or re-define 
the context). Deictics, like 'this' or 'that,' are examples of the former type, and 
certain performatives, like "I now pronounce you man and wife," are examples of 
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the latter. This article will later show both presupposition and creativity are rele-
vant to understanding the uses of Chinese terms for affines. 
This description is not meant to dismiss formal analyses of terminologies as 
misleading or irrelevant. However, if finding the "meaning" of these terms is one 
of our goals, formal analysis can never be sufficient as long as it is cut off from the 
various indexical functions of the terms as they refer to and create social contexts. 
The following analysis is thus non-formal (cf. Heider I978), and does not take 
any type of referential meaning to be in any way basic. Instead I show how uses of 
these terms combine both pragmatic and referential functions, and how they re-
solve a fundamentally ambiguous tie by both defining and presupposing certain 
aspects of particular contexts. In conclusion, I also attempt to show how the social 
factors involved relate to those at work in the address systems of other societies. 
THE RESEARCH 
Previous analyses of Chinese kinship terms have ignored performance for com-
petence, and elicitation of the single "correct" set of terms has taken precedence 
over examining the terms as they are actually used. Thus, while previous studies 
of the Chinese case have presented lists of terms which leave no room for varia-
tion, this study of a township on Taiwan found that there is instead widespread 
variation, sometimes even within a single family, in the terms used for certain 
relatives. This paper is an analysis of one aspect of the terminology which shows 
the widest variation-the terms for affines. Variation in Chinese terms for certain 
affines expresses a fundamental ambiguity in their relationships, an ambiguity 
which is also reflected in the ritual and social spheres. Relationships which are 
theoretically unambiguous (that is, those for which it is felt that any actual ambi-
guity should not be explicitly expressed) are covered by a single term which nev-
ertheless has social as well as genealogical functions. 
Of the numerous previous studies of modern Chinese kinship terms, only one 
deals with the problem of variation. This is Fei's (I936) discussion of regional 
variation in Chinese kinship terms of address. Like most of the studies just men-
tioned, Fei's analysis, while interesting as a precursor of componential analysis, is 
based on external categories. In addition; with the exception of those from his 
own native place, the terms are not well tied in to particular social contexts. Nev-
ertheless, Fei's insistence on the fact that variations in kinship terminologies "nat-
urally correspond to the variation of the local culture complexes" (I 9 36: I 2 7) is an 
important advance over previous studies which had assumed the existence of a 
single normative set of terms for all of China. Fei' s article is suggestive of the 
hypothesis that Taiwanese villages with important social differences (e.g., in the 
importance of patrilineages), in spite of their geographical proximity to each oth-
er, would have parallel differences in the structures of their kinship termi-
nologies. Although there was a great deal of variation, village membership was 
not a relevant factor in it. Instead, terms varied according to the social context and 
the identities of the individuals involved. Thus, not only is there broad regional 
variation in China determined by general social and historical differences as dis-
cussed by Fei, but also small-scale variation determined by particular social situa-
tions. 
My own field research was carried out in three villages in Sanhsia Township, 
located in the Taipei Basin, in northern Taiwan. Almost all the residents of this 
area trace their ancestry back to An-ch'-i County, in Ch'iian-chou Prefecture of 
Fukiep Province, and the same dialect ofHokkien Chinese (i.e., Southern Min) is 
spoken by everyone. Not only are these people part of a single linguistic and 
ethnic community, but they are also part of an economic community centered 
around the town of Sanhsia and a religious community centered around Sanhsia's 
temple dedicated to Co-su-kong. The boundaries of these communities do not 
always coincide with each other or with the administrative boundaries of the 
township, but they nevertheless serve to foster contact between local villages. 
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Approximately fifteen informants were interviewed in each of the three vil-
lages. Full terminologies were elicited from only a few people in each village. For 
the others, only those terms which varied were elicited. The informants inter-
viewed range in age from early twenties to late eighties, include men and women, 
and cover a wide range of occupations. Information on nonkinship uses of the 
terms was also elicited, and some attempt was made to get folk explanations for 
such uses. 
THE TERMS 
Since most of the affinal terms are also used in agnatic contexts, and since no 
complete list of Hokkien kinship terms has yet been published in English, I pre-
sent in the Appendix a relatively complete set of terms and their variants. Since I 
am analyzing only terms for affines, I only briefly mention the variations in non-
affinal terms. 
One major type of variation occurs when people exchange one word for anoth-
er, but leave the structure of the terminology unchanged. This variation appears 
in the terms for older brother, mother, and father, and, in general, which term a 
person uses seems to depend on his or her age. 
A second type of variation is related to the traditional anthropological dis-
tinction between reference and address terminologies. Since the traditional dis-
tinction is not completely appropriate to the Chinese case, I use it here in a 
special sense: as a r~flection of a context variable-that is, the presence or absence 
of the referent when a term is being used. For most agnatic relatives younger than 
ego, the referent is called by name if present, and with a term if absent. For most 
agnatic relatives older than ego, this variable is not a very important one. In most 
of these cases, especially if the people involved are all familiar to each other, the 
same term will be used without regard to whether the referent is present or not. 
On the other hand, since many of these terms have multiple referents, various 
modifiers can be added to them, resulting in successively more specific references 
to a single person. Thus, for instance, both mother's brother and wife's brother 
are normally called a-ku, but if it is necessary to distinguish them, most people 
will call mother's brother bu-ku and wife's brother bo-ku. This variation is typical 
·of all Chinese kinship terminologies, and a more detailed discussion can be found 
in Feng's (I948) study of the history of these terms. For affines, however, this 
variable (which, for convenience, I refer to as reference and address) is important; 
its role as one of the factors in explaining variation in these terms, as well as the 
exact nature of the contexts involved, will be discussed later. 
Terms for affines follow a pattern (see Figure I). Taking a marriage which 
creates a tie between two families as the point of reference, it can be seen that 
variation occurs only in the terms for people in the same generation as that mar-
riage-spouse's siblings and their spouses for ego I, child's spouse's siblings and 
their spouses for ego 2, and younger siblings' spouses and their siblings for ego 3. 
(The terms for relative A of egos I and 2, that is spouse and child's spouse, do 
not show this kind of variation since only the informal familial aspect of the tie is 
stressed and the relationship is thus theoretically unambiguous.) . 
People of the generation below a married couple are addressed as if they were 
merged into ego's own family. For example, a man's wife's nephew is always called 
by a "nephew" term, or addressed by name if he is actually present. Thus, empha-
sis is placed both on the close, family-like nature of the affinal tie, and on the 
generational superiority of ego. 
Terms for the generation above that of the couple in question are not kinship 
terms as such, but instead express the fact that a close social tie exists; chin-ke (the 
father of the spouse of a sibling, child or grandchild) can be translated as "close 
family" or "related family. " Because the most important qualities of the chin-ke 
and chi:-m (his wife) are that they are the special representatives of the affinal 
group and thus embody the most formal and public aspects of this tie, their rela-
I 8 ETHNOLOGY 
FIGURE 1: Types of Terms Appropriate to A:ffines 
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tive generation with respect to ego is not expressed. Terms for a spouse's parent 
are somewhat different. While special affinal terms are again used in contexts 
where this relative is not present, in face to face communication ego will ordinari-
ly use the same term his or her spouse uses. This results when one is a clearer 
member of one's spouse's family than of one's chin-ke' s family, and spouse's par-
ents may thus be addressed as "mother" and "father. " 
The terms for older siblings' spouses (a-sou and ci-hu) also show no variation 
because, as spouses of older siblings, these relatives are in an unambiguously 
senior position relative to ego. The importance of an older brother's wife in the 
family is marked by the use of a unique affinal term-a-sou. 
Although the affinal terms discussed so far do not vary, they nevertheless serve 
not only to express genealogical and marriage relations, but also to maintain the 
formal, public aspects of the tie for senior relatives, or the informal familial as-
pects for junior relatives. The terms that vary are those for relatives of the same 
generation as the relevant marriage tie. The term for each of these relatives is 
determined by one of two strategies: (I) a merging and skewing strategy in which, 
as many informants explained it, one uses the same term for a relative that one's 
child uses (e.g., wife's older brother is called a-ku "mother's brother"); or (2) a 
simple merging strategy without skewing, in which, again' according to the ex-
planation of many informants, one uses the same term as one's spouse (e.g., wife 's 
older brother is called a-hia: "older brother"). 2 Although the phrasing of my 
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informants made these terms sound teknonymic, they are not. People consistent-
ly told me that although a couple may have no children, they could still use the 
skewing strategy. It is not that the terms used by a child or spouse are copied, but 
rather that the relatives in question are given terms (I) as if they were members of 
ego's own family, and (2) as if ego were either (a) of equal or higher generation 
(i.e., "like one's spouse"), or (b) of a lower generation (i.e., "like one's child"). 
Use of the more respectful skewed · strategy expresses essentially the same mes-
sage as use of the special affinal terms for the higher generation--emphasis is 
placed on the creation of new ties between two families. In general, generation 
skewing as a way of showing respect is not unusual in China, even outside the 
kinship terminology. Given the traditional Chinese ideal of great respect for el-
ders, it is not surprising. Thus, a local magistrate could be called the "father-
mother official" not only because of his supposed parental love for his people, but 
also out of respect for his authority. Or, to cite a reverse example, it is considered 
extremely insulting to refer to oneself as the father of a person one is arguing 
with. That is, skewing in the wrong direction is as insulting as skewing in the right 
direction is respectful. · 
THE VARIATIONS 
Variation is thus present most strongly in the generation of the married couple 
who, while not senior in generation to ego, will nevertheless someday be the most 
influential representatives of his or her affinal relatives. This study is concerned 
with the ways in which this variation resolves the ambiguities in the affinal tie in 
different ways according to the context and the personal relationship between the 
individuals involved. 3 
Table I summarizes the number of informants who use each strategy for each of 
the terms in question. The terms for which I have data can be grouped into four 
classes: (I) younger sibling's spouse, (2) child's spouse's sibling, (3) spouse's sib~ 
ling, and (4) spouse's sibling's spouse. As can be seen by the totals, there is a very 
general pattern in which a skewed term is used in reference, and an unskewed 
term in address. The number of exceptions to this general principle, however, is 
very large. In order to explain the reasons for this variation, I will examine each of 
the terms in detail. 
Younger Siblt'ng's Spouse 
The terms for younger sibling's spouse (i.e. , relative A of ego 3 in Figure I) 
seem exceptional because a greater percentage of informants use the unskewed 
strategy. In general, a younger sibling's spouse has little control over ego. The 
relationship here is not an equal one. For example, while a man's younger sister's 
husband has little influence in his life, the reverse is not true; wife's older brother, 
as will be seen below, is an important and powerful representative of the affinal 
family, and is generally referred to with a skewed term, and, as mentioned above, 
the skewed strategy is never used at all for the structurally equivalent relative of 
egos I and 2 (i.e., spouse and child's spouse). 
Thus, because this is the least influential set of affines, its members generally 
receive unskewed terms in both reference and address. There is an exception, 
however: a large number of informants use a skewed term to refer to their young-
er brother's wife. Those individuals who use a skewed term are all virilocally 
married women; uxorilocally married women and all the men use the unskewed 
form because as we have already seen, people who have more influence, or at 
least the potential for more influence, are treated with greater respect. That is, the 
speaker lowers himself one generation by using a skewed term. The brother:s 
wife of a virilocally married woman is exceptional because, after the death of the 
woman's parents, her brother's wife may be one of the most important figures in 
her natal family. This is not the case for an uxorilocally married woman who, 
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TABLE I 
DISTRIBUTION OF VARIANT AFFINE TERMS 
Sib-Sp B-W Z-H 
CSpSib SWSib DHSib 
WB+ 
WB-
SpSib WZ+ wz-
HB+ 
HB-
HZ+ 
HZ-
HSib+Sp 
SpSibSp HSib-Sp WSib+Sp 
WSib- Sp 
Totals 
reference address 
skewed l.illSkewed skewed l.illskewed 
9 7 0 1 6 
1 13 0 1 2 
17 0 4 4 
7 6 1 4 
25 4 9 11 
24 2 6 14 
20 4 1 11 
18 4 0 11 
22 13 5 11 
29 3 6 11 
11 13 0 4 
22 4 0 7 
6 12 0 3 
1 0 1 0 2 
7 0 0 2 
5 0 0 3 
223 86 32 1 26 
Not e : Responses that either a skewed or an l.illskewed 
term were appropri ate have not been tabulate d . 
because she lives in the same household as her younger brother's wife, is senior to 
her in status. 
There are three responses which do not fit the analysis: a man who uses a 
skewed term for his younger brother's wife, a virilocally married woman who uses 
an unskewed term, and a virilocally married woman who uses a skewed term for 
her younger sister's husband. For this last case, if the woman's sister married 
uxorilocally, the usage may be a reflection of the greater influence of this relative. 
As for the other two problems, I see three possibilities: (1) errors by me; (2) 
errors by informants (the man was 70 and the woman was 76 and unclear about a 
number of the terms); or (3) special social factors involved in these specific cases 
of which I am not aware. 
Child's Spouse's Siblings 
Since relations with the affines of one's child are relatively important, a higher 
proportion of skewed terms is to be expected here. Focusing on the reference 
terms, it can be seen that this is clearly the case as far as a son's affines are con-
cerned. But why should so many people use unskewed terms for their daughter's 
affines? The answer, in the terminology at least, is that wife-givers are treated as 
superior to wife-takers and are thus more likely to be referred to with a skewed 
term. Most informants, when asked why they used ~skewed term for their daugh-
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ter-in-law's siblings (i.e., the wife-givers) and an unskewed term for their son-in-
law's siblings (i.e., the wife-takers), were unable to give any explanation. There 
was, however, one man who explained that "there are relatively few polite terms 
for those who marry out [i.e., our daughters and their new families-the wife-
takers], but we should use terms of respect for those who marry in [i.e., our 
daughters-in-law and their natal families-the wife-givers] ." Although I have less 
data on terms of address for these relatives, it appears that the same factor is at 
work; the percentage of skewed terms used is higher for the wife-givers than for 
the wife-takers. 
This may explain the general differences between the terms for the daughter's 
side and the son's side, but it leaves untouched the problem of the distribution of 
the variation within each category. Here, however, in contrast to the above prob-
lem, informants agree on an explanation: if the relative in question lives nearby 
and relations are close and informal, the unskewed terms will be used; if the 
relative is distant and rarely seen, skewed terms will be used. 
Spouse's Siblings 
The general pattern is repeated in skewed reference terms and unskewed ad-
dress terms. There are, however, two types of terms which tend not to fit the 
pattern: address terms for spouse's brothers, and reference terms for husband's 
older siblings. 
The main reason that address terms for wife's brother or husband's brother are 
sometimes skewed, especially by males, is that men are superior to women and 
thus deserve more respectful terms. 
The case of the term for wife 's brother is more complicated, however, since 
informants who use a skewed term include both men and women. The reason has 
already been cited-wife-givers are addressed with greater respect than wife-
takers. But this applies only to the wife's brother and not to her sister who, having 
married out, is no longer part of the wife-giving family. 
Use of an unskewed term in referring to husband's older sibling occurs when 
the relations between a woman and this person are close and informal. Thus, sim-
pu-a (child brides) (see Wolf 1975), who have grown up with their husband's 
family, are expected to use the unskewed formt Of the six known sim-pu-a in my 
sample, four followed the unskewed pattern, while the remaining two used a 
skewed term for their husband's older sister; no informants skewed the sister 
term but not the brother term. Because of the perceived superiority of men over 
women, women are more likely than men to be referred to with an unskewed 
term. 
If a close relationship between a woman and her husband's siblings increases 
the likelihood that an unskewed term will be used, then why are his younger 
siblings almost always referred to with a skewed term? Perhaps it is because the 
unskewed term is used by seniors to juniors (i.e., siou-ti "younger brother" or 
siou-be "younger sister"), and is thus considered disrespectful. This problem does 
not occur in the terms for older siblings since in these cases the unskewed terms 
still imply junior status on the part of the speaker. 
Spouse's Sibling's Spouse 
The same principles apply in these terms. In general, the strategy used in 
choosing a term for spouse's sibling is also used for that sibling's spouse. In the 
case of two informants, however, there was a change in strategy: an unskewed 
term is used for the spouse of a husband's sibling who had been referred to with a 
skewed term. The main reason for this is that a husband's sibling's spouse has less 
influence over a woman than her husband's sibling. In addition, a husband's sis-
ter's husband's position is lowered even further because he has taken a wife from 
the husband's lineage. Although no informants gave an unskewed reference term 
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for wife's sister's husband (several recognized this as a possibility however), it 
would not be surprising if collection of more responses found that this did, in fact, 
occur. 
In addition to the possibilities just discussed, there is a special term which is 
occasionally used mutually by the wives of two brothers. It is tang-sai-a ("same 
job") and refers to the fact that two women have the same position in their hus-
bands' family. The existence of a special term is because the relationship between 
these two women is strongly marked socially: on the one hand, they share the 
same household but (at least while the parents are alive) have little direct author-
ity over one another and may thus become close friends; while on the other hand 
they often find themselves in competition for the resources of the family and men 
may attribute friction in the family to quarrels among their wives. 
Exceptions 
The principles described above explain the occurance of the vast majority of 
terms elicited, and I have pointed out the exceptions as they occured. Table I, 
however, shows that there are a few cells whose contents I have not yet discussed. 
All of these are unskewed reference terms for a spouse's sibling (specifically WZ, 
WB, HZ-, HB- ); none of them contains more than four responses. The major-
ity of these responses (14 out of a total of 21) were given by young informants 
(i.e., under 40) who are much more likely to use the more informal unskewed 
terms. One young man explained that it was too confusing to use the skewed 
terms all the time-one always had to ask to find out exactly who was being talked 
about-and that young people therefore tended to use names as much as possible. 
Whether or not his explanation is valid, it does support the suggestion derived 
from my small sample that young people use less formal terms of address and 
reference. This phenomenon may be a reflection of the changing importance of 
the affinal tie in Taiwan, or it may be a temporary usage which will be replaced as 
these informants get older. 
As to the few uses which remain unexplained, I can only repeat the speculative 
causes that they are due to errors by me or by my informants, or that they reflect 
special relationships unknown to me. 
GENERALIZATION 
The entire argument up to this point can be stated most generally as follows: (1) 
there is a fundamental ambiguity in the affinal tie in China which is expressed in 
the variable use of certain kinship terms, and (2) people are more likely to empha-
size the formal aspect of this tie (a) when the context is public rather than private, 
and (b) when the referent is in a position of power relative to the speaker. These 
principles are valid not only for the kinship terminology, but are reflected in 
many aspects of Chinese life. 
There is a basic ambiquity in the relation between a person and his or her 
affinal relatives. On the one hand, the relationship creates a friendly and informal 
tie which emphasizes the unity of the husband-wife pair and the familial relation-
ship between the groups allied by their marriage, and which is thus characterized 
by the use of unskewed terms. On the other hand, however, it also creates a 
formal and respectful tie which emphasizes the legal alliance of two distinct 
groups, and which is characterized by the use of skewed terms or special alliance 
terms. As only the former aspect is emphasized in generations below the married 
couple, and only the latter in higher generations, it is only in the terms for people 
of the same generation as the married couple that both sides of the ambiguous 
relation can be expressed (but not simultaneously). This same continuum of for-
mality across the generations of affines-from the distant and formal relations 
with the parents of the husband or wife, to the close and familial ties with the 
nephews and nieces of the couple-can be seen in Ahern's (1974:301) discussion 
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of the role of affines in certain rituals, where she writes that "although other 
members of her family can play the ceremonial role required of wife-giving af-
fines, it usually falls to her brother, her father being too august, her brother's 
children usually too young." 
The ambiguity whose expression has been shown to be concentrated in the 
kinship terms for the siblings of a married couple is by no means limited to these 
terms. The marriage tie, because it can be threatening to the Chinese ideal of 
strongly unified patrilineages, creates a contradiction which the use of kin terms 
helps to resolve. As Freedman (1970:186) says, "The marriage rites pose a prob-
lem and leave it unresolved. How is a woman to reconcile her duties as a wife and 
daughter-in-law with those she has as sister and daughter? How are a group of 
agnates to reconcile their independence with the need for form ties by marriage?" 
Elsewhere (Freedman 1967:23) he shows how marriage rituals serve to express 
this ambiguity, saying that "there is a general lack of definition in Chinese society 
of the norms governing the relations between affines and between a married 
woman and her agnates; and I suggest that the uncertainties to which this vague-
ness gives rise are played upon in the rites." Variation in the use of kinship terms 
for these relatives expresses the same ambiguity that is brought out by the mar-
riage rites. Unlike marriage rites, however, since only one term can be used at a 
time, this ambiguity is temporarily resolved each time a term is used. In a general 
way, whether the context is seen as public or private and whether or not the 
speaker sees himself as socially subordinate to the referent, will determine which 
aspect of the relationship is to be emphasized on any particular occasion. 
The first principle, then, which influences the choice of a kinship term is that an 
emphasis on the formal, legal aspect of the affinal bond (i.e. , use of skewed terms) 
presupposes or creates public contexts, while an emphasis on its informal, familial 
aspects (i.e., use of unskewed terms) presupposes or creates private contexts. In 
other words, because it is generally the legal tie between two patrilineal family 
lines which is emphasized outside the family, the more formal and respectful 
skewed terms are more appropriate; likewise, the unskewed terms are more often 
used in private contexts because people want to emphasize the familial closeness 
created by the unity of the husband-wife pair. Where there is little contact be-
tween speaker and referent and their relationship is more like that between 
strangers, the more formal, public aspect will be emphasized (as in the terms for 
husband's older sibling and child's spouse's sibling). This principle also applies to 
the opposite situation-when speaking to each other in person (i.e., address 
rather than reference), especially if they have frequent contact, affines will em-
phasize the equality implied in the marriage bond by using unskewed terms. Ad-
dress terms are thus never more formal than reference terms. In every case where 
an informant uses a skewed address term, a skewed reference term is also given. 
The reverse case, however, where the reference term is skewed and the address 
term is not, is very common. 
The importance of the distinction between public and private contexts in Chi-
nese life has been emphasized by Baity (1975), and according to his analysis, the 
private aspect is associated with the family and the ancestral cult (and, in the 
affinal context, with the creation of new kin ties), and the public aspect with the 
community and its temples (and the creation of a formal alliance between two 
lines). 
The fact that younger people tend to use unskewed terms is similarly indicative 
of their preference to create informal contexts. To this fact could be added the 
opposite tendency of educated people to define a context and the attitudes of the 
speakers as more formal. 
There is a second important principle which acts independently of the first: 
every use of the terms involves a claim about the relative influence of speaker and 
referent. This is reflected in the higher percentage of skewed terms used for men 
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(as in the terms for husband's older sibling and spouse's brother). That men are 
regarded as superior to women in China is seen in the inheritance of property, in 
ritual (Ahern 1975), in the statements of male informants, in the Confucian clas-
sics, and so on. 
The second aspect in which this principle presents itself is in the greater likeli-
hood that a skewed term will be used for a person who has authority within the 
family (as in the terms for sibling's spouse and spouse's sibling's spouse). This 
point is so obvious that it needs little support. I will add here only the analogous 
case of the mourning dress worn by the most senior grandson of the deceased 
(Wolf 1970:195-96): as the most senior member in his generation of his lineage 
branch, the eldest grandson is treated in certain ways as if he had been skewed up 
a generation and was a son. Thus he, like his father and father's brothers, inherits 
a share of the estate, and he wears the mourning dress of a son at certain points in 
the funeral. 
The last aspect of this principle is one that has caused much controversy (see 
Ahern 1974, Wolf 1974). This is the fact that wife-givers tend to receive more 
respectful kinship terms than wife-takers (as in the terms for child's spouse's sib-
ling, spouse's brother, and spouse's sibling's spouse). My results support Ahern's 
(1974) conclusion that, because they have provided a family with the means to 
continue itself by bearing sons, "from the time of betrothal the bride's family is 
defined as ritually superior to the groom's, irrespective of the previous economic 
and social positions of the two families" (Ahern 1974:279). Freedman (1970: 
r 85), however, maintains the more standard view that marriage "leaves the girl's 
family ritually and socially in a position of inferiority with the boy's." He counters 
Ahern's interpretations by saying that, "Ceremonial deference cannot simply be 
taken as evidence of the inferiority of the person or group which offers it. The 
offering of exaggerated deference may be a sign of the inferiority of the person to 
whom that deference is shown" (quoted in Wolf 1974: 14}. Clearly, more research 
is needed on the actual social relationships among affines. While the evidence 
from the kinship terminology may add to the controversy, it alone cannot resolve 
this debate. 4 
The meaning of these terms cannot be understood in the traditional linguistic 
way as propositions about an abstract semantic field. There is a second kind of 
meaning involved here, one whose functions are closely tied to concrete and 
specific social conditions. For affines, at least, the use of any term commits the 
speaker to a statement about the context and about his or her relationship with 
the referent. These uses are presuppositional in making reference to already rec-
ognized relations of power and influence; they are creative in allowing actors to 
use them to make new tlaims about these relations. 
What is most important about these terms is not that they are the result of a 
genealogically traced path, but rather that they are the result of a choice between 
two possible genealogical paths; one which emphasizes the familial nature of the 
affinal tie between speaker and referent (the unskewed strategy), and one which 
emphasizes the respect due to a representative of a group formally allied with that 
of the speaker (the skewed strategy). 5 
COMPARISON 
The sociolinguistic literature on address terminologies shows that the factors at 
work in the Chinese case are typical of those found in a wide range of societies. 
Studies of systems of personal pronouns have shown that for a large number of 
disparate societies these terms cannot be understood without also dealing with 
superior and inferior status, intimacy and distance, formality and informality, and 
so on (Silverstein 1976). Brown and Gilman (r96o) show how European second 
person personal pronouns have indexed "power" and "solidarity" in different 
ways throughout their history. This, of course, is similar to the Chinese affine 
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terms in their indexing of relative influence ("power") on the one hand, and pub-
lic versus private context (which is only partially the same as Brown and Gilman's 
"solidarity") on the other. Significantly, in both cases the same term that implies 
relatively high status of the speaker also shows a lack of solidarity. This is because 
the two factors are not entirely independent-the dynamics of asymmetrical rela-
tionships will tend to discourage (but not rule out) feelings of solidarity. 
In sociolinguistically oriented studies of kinship terminologies, we see similar 
processes. Schneider and Homans ( 1 9 55) bring out the importance of status, in-
timacy, formality and other factors in the American kinship terminology. Casson 
(1975), who adopts Brown and Gilman's terminology, shows how power and soli-
darity in Turkish kin terms function in ways very similar to the functions of Euro-
pean personal pronouns. For the Fanti of West Africa, a Crow skewing rule is 
used when indexing seniority, and ignored when indexing closeness (Kronenfeld 
1973). Tyler's (1966) study ofKoya (central India) kinship terms emphasizes the 
importance of formality, intimacy, ethnicity, and the relative status of speaker and 
hearer in explaining variation in use of the terms. Lave et al. (1977) show how 
concern with social obligation determines the choice of a term for the Krikatl (a 
Northern Ge group in Brazil). As in the analysis of personal pronouns, social 
factors like status, formality, and intimacy appear frequently. 
These uses of address terms also fit Brown and Levinson's (1978) discussion of 
universals in polite language. The choice of how polite a strategy will be used is 
determined by three factors: social distance, relative power, and the perceived 
imposition involved. The first two factors lie behind most of the variation just 
discussed; the third is irrelevant to these terms since they do not automatically 
involve any request or imposition. When the referent has power over the speak-
er, or when the social distance is great, speakers will use terms which express 
deference and respect (Brown and Levinson's "negative politeness"). When the 
reverse relationships hold, they will instead express mutual solidarity ("positive 
politeness"). 
The reason why there is so much similarity is that social relations are more than 
just a static set of rules about rights and duties. These relations are constantly 
changing, or at least have the potential to change. Maintainance (by pre-
suppositional indexing) or redefinition (by creative indexing) of interpersonal 
relationships is done particularly effectively by address terms since they con-
stantly force people to commit themselves to one claim or another. Kinship terms 
are especially sensitive to this kind of indexing because the household is a forum 
for a great deal of such interaction; for instance, as a son gradually replaces his 
father as head of the household, or as a man works to manipulate affinal ties in an 
attempt to gain political power. This is especially true for affinal terms in places 
like China where there is an ongoing tension between marriage as a way of creat-
ing new family ties of intimacy and solidarity, and as a formal, public recognition 
of a tie between two groups. Because of the basically asymmetrical nature of kin 
relations the terms can be expected to function not only as referents of genealogi-
cal ties, and not only as markers of "diffuse, enduring solidarity" (Schneider 
1969), but also as subtle indexes of relative status and power. 
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APPENDIX 
HOKKIEN TERMS FOR KINSMEN 
B+ a - hia: FBD+ 8.- c:i SWBW a- kim 
ii.-kou FBD- siou- be description 
B+W 8.- soU name name 
B- siou- ti FZS+ :Qiau-hia: swz 8.-1 
name FZS- :Qiau-t:r description 
male 's B- W B.-elm name name 
te- hu FZD+ piau- cl SWZH l::-tiu: 
name FZD- :Qiau- be description 
female ' s B- W a- kim name name 
te-hu MSibS+ :Q~au-h~a: D cra- bo-kl:a: 
name MSibS- p1au-t1 name 
Z+ a-cl: name DH kia·:-s8.i 
Z+H ci- hu MSibD+ piau-d name 
Z- siou-be MSibD- :Qiau- be DHB+ a -:Qeg 
name name description 
male's Z-H ko-tiu : FF a- kong name 
be- sai FM 8.- mB. DHB+W 8.- in 
name MF gUa-kong description 
female's Z- H I-tiu : a-kong name 
be- sai MM g\ia- ma DHB- a - cl::ek 
name a-~a .... description 
F a - tia PFB+ :Qeg-kong name 
lau- :Qe PFB+W m-po DHB- W 8.- c l.m 
a.-£8. PFB- ci ek- kong description 
£8.- £8. PFB-W dm- :QO name 
M 8.- nia: PFBD a-ka DHZ a- ka 
I-ii. PFZ k6-:Q6 description 
l au- bu PFZH ko- tl::u : - lang name 
a-bu PMB ku-kong DHZH ko-tru: 
m8.- m8. PMBW kl::m- :Qo description 
FB+ a- :Qeg PMZ 1-mS. name 
FB+W a-m PMZH r - t:ru:-lang SibSpF chin-ke 
FB- ii.- cl::ek PPP a- co SibSpM chi :-m 
FB-W 8.- cl :rri FFFF co- thai CSpF chin- ke 
FZ a- ka FFFFF th8.i - co CSpM chi :m 
FZH ko-tru : FFMZH l::-tl::u:-co BC sUn-B. 
MB bu- ku FFMM l::-t:ru:-thai name 
a-ku s k'ta: BCC sUn- B. 
MBW a-kim name name 
MZ a- f sw sim-:Qii cc sUn- 8. 
MZH I-tru name n ame 
FBS+ a:hia: ~ SWB a- ku w bo 
FBS- SlOU- tl description name 
name name 
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(cont ' d) 
WB+ bo- ku a-sou 
a-kii tang-s8.i-a 
a- hia: HB- a- c'Lek 
WB+W a - kim siou- ti 
8.- sOu name 
WB- bo- ku HB- W 8.- clm 
a-kii te- hu 
siou- ti tang- sai - a 
name name 
WB- W a- kim HBC sUn- a 
te-hu name 
name HZ+ a- ko 
WBC sUn- 3. 8.-cl 
name HZ+H ko-tiu: 
WZ+ B.- 1 ci - hii 
8.- cl HZ- a- ko 
WZ+H '1 - tiu : siou- be 
ci- hii name 
WZ- 8.- 1 HZ- H ko- tiu: 
siou- be be- slii 
name name 
WZ-H 1:- tiu : HF ta- kua: 
be - s ai a- pa 
name HM ta- ke 
WF tiu :-lB.ng a-bu 
a-pa HMB ii-kii 
WM t'lu: - m HFB+ a- peg 
a-bu HFB- a- c'lek 
WMB a- kii HMZ 8.- 1 
WMF g\la-k6ng FMZS+ p~au-p~g 
a- kong FMZS- p1.au-c1.ek 
WMM gua-ma sss kiin- 8.-slin 
8.-m8. zc gua- s ieng- 8. 
H ~ sUn- 8. 
name name 
HB+ a- peg 
a- hi a: 
HB+W a-m 
• 
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APPENDIX NOTES 
I. Romanization follows Bodman (1955). For a list of characters as well as a discussion of their 
origin, see Ch'eng (1976). 
2. Terms for each relative are arranged roughly from most formal to least formal. 
3· Abbreviations used: B brother M mother S son W wife + older 
Z sister F father D daughter H husband - younger 
Sib sibling P parent C child Sp spouse 
NOTES 
I. The research for this paper was funded by a Grant-In-Aid from the Wenner-Gren Foundation 
for Anthropological Research, whose help I gratefully acknowledge. I also want to express my 
thanks to Emily Ahern, Stevan Harrell, Alice Ingerson, Beatriz Lavandera, Liu Ping-chen, Michelle 
Rosaldo, Renato Rosaldo, Kathleen Ryan, John Shepherd, and Arthur Wolf for their help and 
comments. 
2 . Actually, because ego's spouse is not always the connecting relative, the latter strategy is more 
accurately described as using a term as if the married couple involved were really siblings. I should 
add that there is a minor variable that I shall not be able to discuss here: in either the skewed or 
unskewed strategy, people sometimes use a diminutive form of the term for their spouse's sibling. 
3· Others have explained such variation as being due to changes occuring in the kinship system 
(e.g., Freed and Freed 1970). While there are unquestionably changes going on in Taiwanese so-
ciety, I would not accept this type of explanation here because: (r) the same strategies are used by 
almost everyone regardless of age (the exceptions will be discussed in a later section); and (2) both 
possibilities can be seen in other published Chinese kinship terminologies. 
4· To complicate the issue further, Wu (1927) presents a terminology in which the terms for wife-
takers are generally skewed and those for wife-givers are generally not. Unfortunately, there is no 
useful ethnographic information in this article, and it is difficult to know how to interpret his data. 
The possibility of significant local variation in China not only in kinship terms, but also in the social 
relations between affines must be taken into account. 
5· I should note here that my data were for the most part elicited in interviews-a relatively formal 
context. Because the skewed terms are generally considered more educated and "correct," I suspect 
that the formality of the context may have led some people to give skewed terms for relatives for 
whom they would normally use unskewed terms. 
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